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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:02]
TW:

Today is Wednesday, May 11th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Kirk Bird, Director of
Housing Facilities as USU. This is another oral history interview for the Covid Collection Project.
Joining us on the interview is Tameron Williams, the Covid Collection Project graduate intern.
Good afternoon, Mr. Bird.

KB:

Good afternoon.

TW:

So, let’s start by asking you when you started your career at Utah State University and the various
positions you’ve held during your USU career.

KB:

So, I was hired on in July of 2012, so I’m coming on 10 years now. I was hired as the Assistant
Director of Housing Facilities and a couple years in, then they made me the Director of Housing
Facilities. What that specifically means is that all student housing, whether it be single student or
whether it be family housing is maintained by housing. We don’t have any ties specifically to
USU central facilities, and so we take care of all of our own stuff. So, that includes maintenance.
It includes construction projects. That also includes all the custodial, it includes the grounds, and
anything along those lines for them. We currently have just over 90 buildings that we oversee and
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it’s about 1.4 million square feet of buildings that we oversee. We run work orders. We typically
will run anywhere between 700 and 800 work orders a month where people call and ask us to take
care of everything from a leaking water heater to a lightbulb to a blind broken or whatever it
pertains to, so that’s kind of what that involves with.
We do a lot in the summer with summer conferencing. So, when the students leave in May after
graduation, we will turnover our apartments. We have a couple weeks to have them turned over.
We have summer citizens that come in from Arizona, Texas, California that occupy Blue Square
and Snow Hall, and then starting in the 1st of June, we’ll run camps until about the first week of
August. Typically, we’ll bring about 13,000 kids on campus for those camps and do that, so we
have a lot of turnover in between that as well. So, not only are we trying to get the building
straight for fall, but we’re also trying to accommodate those camps and do that.
[02:46]
TW:

Are you also responsible for the university inn?

KB:

We do the maintenance for the university inn, yes.

TW:

And what are the number of staff that you have in housing facilities?

KB:

Well, pre-Covid, we typically ran about 30 to 35 full-time benefitted employees, and then we
would in the summertime jump up to about 75 part-time through the summer to help with
landscaping, summer custodial work, and stuff like that. Right now, we are still about in the 30s
with our full-time benefit contracts. We try to keep that the same, but our hourlies has dropped
down to probably 15 to 20. We just can’t hire anybody right now.

TW:

And if we were to look at fall of 2019, early spring of 2020, can you think of some of the major
projects or initiatives that were assigned to housing facilities and what you were working on that
academic year?

KB:

It’s kind of hard to go back and remember. But one of the big things, we typically always have
our standard projects that we do whether it’s deferred maintenance, we have a lot of roofs, we
have a lot of small remodel-type stuff. That’s also about the time we just started construction on
our new project for our new housing, Canyon Crest. So, that summer’s when we started, and so
fall, we was getting into it there. And yeah, just the typical remodel roofs, things like that is what
was going on.

[04:34]
TW:

So, news out of China in late 2019 of a virus that soon spread to other countries around the world
and arrived in the United States by late January of 2020, lot of information on the national news
about that. What exactly was the impact initially to housing facilities, and when did that occur in
housing facilities along that spring of 2020?

KB:

I remember being out there and hearing yeah, this is coming, and I remember being at the inlaws’ house and they were watching all these numbers roll and go higher and higher, and I just
kept thinking--I even made the comment, “This is crazy. It’s not going to hit us. We’re cleaner
over here,” or whatever. But then a couple weeks later, sure enough, here it comes, and you go to
the store, and you can’t find anything.
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And we were just trying to sit back and see what was going to happen, really. We had no idea
what this entailed, what would be involved with it and I guess didn’t know the seriousness of it,
and so I don’t think we actually--it didn’t hit until about the 1st of March. Somewhere right in
there of 2020 is when it came out and we’ve already caught the first couple cases.
And I remember John Bosdock [ph] had actually had a trip arranged to go to Hawaii and he had
to end up coming home early, and there was just a lot of questions of, “What do we do? How
serious is this?” I remember the general nature around our staff was just a lot of concern. Even
though a lot of them thought it was kind of bull, there was still some hesitation. “What does that
mean for me? How do I approach people? What do I do?” And as it got further and further in, it
seemed like that hesitation grew on their part, just because there was an uncertainty. I know John
would be going to the meetings with the taskforce and come back with answers and stuff to do all
that, what was being--but it seemed like it changed every week.
[06:49]
TW:

So, the decision was made, and President Cockett actually formed a taskforce in early March of
2020. The decision was made to move from face-to-face courses, or all face-to-face courses were
moved to remote online. Many of the students that were probably living in student housing - I
know they were living in student housing - decided to move back home. What kind of impact did
that have on housing facilities?

KB:

I mean, it had a big impact because all of a sudden, we actually saw—not only did we let them go
home, but we also refunded them part of their rent, and so it was prorated from the day they left
until they were gone. And we just basically—now, they were completely gone. I think there was
still some that stayed, so we couldn’t go in and do a deep clean type thing, so it was kind of a just
hold and let’s see what happens here. But yeah, it just kind of seemed to go so fast throughout
those couple months. I can’t remember if it was fall, but we started having to reroute a lot of
the—I think that was in fall. We took a lot of the students and relocated to the other areas on
campus, and so that was a big deal with that way.
But it just kind of was a holding pattern right there, thinking, “Well, we’ll send them home.
Summer will come. We’ll be good. Come back for fall.” And I just remember a couple months as
it got closer to summer, it didn’t just go away, and so then we had to make decisions with the
summer groups. And short after that, they canceled summer citizens, and then we canceled
summer conferencing altogether. And so, we were really just kind of in hold—I remember John
came in. We just put a hold to all projects because financial, we didn’t know where we would be,
how this would affect us not only giving refunds, but we had no idea what was coming because
we lost all our summer revenue and stuff like that.

[09:07]
TW:

So, in June of 2020, decision was made that the students would actually return to campus for fall
semester is 2020 and you touched on a couple things there, but what kind of planning did housing
and housing facilities do in preparation for the return of students for the 2020 semester?

KB:

So, we worked closely with John because at that time, the taskforce were meeting all the time.
They had everything going. We had to do a lot of plans as far as—I think we had to have plans in
place. She required each department to have a plan in place so we could bring us all back to
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campus type of thing. We had to go out, down and make—we had to take and evaluate each
room, how we would place students in those rooms so that they were six feet apart. We had to
adjust beds in some areas. We had to put signage everywhere that was saying, “No more than this
many people in this space,” depending on the square feet of space. We had to evaluate all of that.
We also then had to get sanitation things. We had to go way out and get automatic sanitations.
We had handwipes, Clorox-type wipes in all of our laundries in commonly touched areas, and we
had to set up a plan. Going back into March, we also had to start doing two-a-day wipe downs.
So, we’d go and wipe every surface in the building that was commonly touched, handrails,
doorknobs, stuff like that twice a day. So, we had a place in that come fall for how we would
accommodate that. We didn’t hire anybody else to help with that, so we had to reallocate some of
our staff in different areas to do that. And then we knew what would be wiped, how would we
supply the wipes, and things like that.
We decided to lock off certain exercise rooms because we just weren’t sure. It wasn’t as big of a
concern, but kind of more of it was driven by some of res life staff and some of the students
coming back just didn’t feel comfortable, so we just locked off certain areas as it made sense
going into fall. Yeah.
[11:30]
TW:

Was that true of just the exercise or were any of the common areas as you had just suggested
limited or were they locked down completely?

KB:

The only thing that we—we still wanted to make it feel like a home, like they weren’t in a jail
cell, and that was a big thing because that was going into fall with the masks, when we didn’t
know of the mask mandate and all this type stuff. There was a big debate on what’s considered
their room or their apartment. Is it the building? Is it inside their actual room? And so, there was a
big debate on where they should and shouldn’t wear masks. I mean, it was all going to bull
anyway because they do whatever the hell they wanted. And so, there was that big thing going on,
putting up those signage as well, trying to get them to do that stuff, yeah.

TW:

Did you put any plexiglass up in any of these?

KB:

Yes. We had to put plexiglass in our front area offices in housing. We also put plexiglass up in all
the area offices on that so that all those people were safe in that. Yeah.

YW:

So, you had mentioned that you weren’t able to hire any new employees during this time, but
were any of your existing employees reassigned to do any other things in response to COVID?

TW:

Very few. So, when I say our employees—we never hired more, no, but we never sent anybody
home. We worked from day one on. I think me personally, I’ve worked half a day from home.
And at one point, because there was so much pressure on the university level to send people
home, we did come up with a—for two weeks, we had some of our staff work 20 hours here and
20 hours at home but basically reading or studying or trying to stay somewhat type of relevant in
the career. But that just didn’t work, and so we had to bring them all back. But they’ve been here
since day one and working the time.
Because of the uncertainty, we decided that we, me and John basically would deal with most of
the Covid-related issues. And so, he was getting emails, I was getting emails, and then we would

USU COVID-19 2022: KIRD BIRD

4

deal with the Covid people. We would go check on them. If there was an issue where we needed
to spray, we would go do the spraying, me or him.
[14:00]
TW:

Did you wear hazmat suits, or what did you…

KB:

No. We always had the K-N95 masks and the gloves. But the information we were getting at that
time was you got to be in direct contact for 15 minutes, and we always knocked. We’d stay our
distance and do that. When we put them in rooms and relocated them to rooms, our custodian
supervisor Jason Fox, he would be the one that would go clean it, and he felt comfortable doing
that. And so, really, our contact with those who had Covid was, in housing, between about three
people.
And at that time, once we got into fall and it came, we would make daily lists and post those lists
on the wall. Obviously, we couldn’t put names, but we had what apartments and when they were
quarantined until. And every morning, we’d redo those lists so that our team members knew
where they could and couldn’t go. And that was a big question too for them is we’re going to
these apartments, we’re getting work orders, and we had to train them, “Wear your masks. Wear
your gloves.” And at one time, we’d tell them, “If you don’t feel comfortable, you tell the
resident to wear their mask as well,” before we enter their place to make sure we’re doing
everything we can.

TW:

And you had mentioned earlier about I think that you needed to at some point, when there were
positive cases, relocate them to specific dorms. First of all, the policy itself, how did that get
developed? Were you involved or was that John that was involved in that? And second of all,
how many of your folks were involved in the actual relocation?

KB:

So, I don't know if it was—I think it was more of a panic thing, is “Where do we put these
people?” because we were the only ones that were doing it. We found that off campus was just
like, “Stay in your place and deal with it.” But I don't know how it came down—it’s like, “Well,
we can relocate them,” so we held off so many spaces for—

[16:09]
TW:

And where were those spaces?

KB:

We tried to keep spaces in every area. So, we had six bedrooms or six beds in Merrill. We had six
in Richards. We had six in Bowen [?] and we had probably 10 or 12 in the Student Living Center,
one-on-one apartments. And so, I don't know—I know John worked—and we went to identify
these spaces and then going into fall, we held those spaces as well. And so, it came down where
we would get the email from case containment, and it was typically John or I who got the email.
And then, I’d build a spreadsheet so that we knew who was in what spaces.
And then early on – this is probably getting into fall now – early on, we would make the call, and
typically John was doing that unless he gone or something, then I would. And he’d call Matt
Anderson who was on the residence life staff and kind of over the Covid stuff because everybody
had been gone and how it affected their roles as well, and they would coordinate with the student
to go put them in the space that we assigned them to. They had a van. We had to do some stuff in
the van to put some plexiglass in. And they could either drive their car, do whatever to get to that
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space, and we tracked them in that space, and then our spreadsheet would tell us when they were
out. And then we’d go check and inspect, see if they were gone, then we would send our cleaning
crew in to take care of it after that.
And there was a little bit of a hiccup there because there was some concern on the other staff too.
I felt bad because it’s almost like we’re treating these people with the plague and they’re just sick,
and I would go and check on them quite a bit. And I’d found that 90% of them or 95% had very
small symptoms and they just were more frustrated than anything, being pushed [unclear] felt like
that. You’d go into the rooms afterwards and you’d see Olive Garden stuff. You’d see Burger
King stuff. And we knew they were leaving the buildings. We knew people were coming to visit
them while they were being—and so, we knew that was going on, but we were trying to say that
we were doing this because we also had parents who, if we didn’t pull that student out, they
would freak out, and then we were—PR game, I guess is what you’d call it.
[18:51]
TW:

So, were the number of service calls—you had said 700 to 800 a month pre-Covid. Did they
remain about the same? Did they go up? Did they go down?

KB:

We saw a slight dip there through the summer into the fall just because people didn’t want us in
because there was a lot of worry around, and they didn’t want us there. And we did at one time
say, “Unless it’s an emergency,” or “If it’s a broken blind, then wait and put it in a few months.”
We would defer some of those because it wasn’t going to cause any harm to the building. So, we
did see a little bit of a dip, but not really much.

TW:

And was this a Monday through Friday, 9:00 to 5:00 operation, Mr. Bird? Or how did Covid
affect your and your staff’s work schedules?

KB:

My staff, it didn’t affect. We stayed Monday through Friday 8:00 to 5:00 type thing. It affected
John Bosdock’s and mine. It became a seven day a week job, all-day, all-night type of thing. I
know he would be getting calls on Saturday night at 9:00 and I’d be telling him where to put them
on the spreadsheet because it was just so fluid, and we were getting full. We would have to use
some of the university inn’s that fall. So, he was calling me, or Matt was calling me to find out
where we can put them, so that became very—we couldn’t go on vacations. We couldn’t do
anything, and we were just kind of stuck, but then we would go back to work Monday, and
everybody was there just to do their job like normal. And so, I’m glad it didn’t affect them like
that, but yeah. That’s kind of how it affected me.

[20:38]
TW:

So, I’m curious. You had talked about the refunding of the deposits or the rent money. How
exactly did it affect the finances of the housing, housing facilities? Were any of the Covid
CARES money given to help supplement the lack of income during those periods?

KB:

Yeah. So, I mean, we were worried early on because it was millions of dollars that we were going
to be losing, and so we documented it. We’d go in and find—we did the university’s labor stuff
where we tried to document who did what and it was Covid-related, but it kind of got to the point
where it was a joke for us because we were just doing our daily job, and how do we say that’s
Covid?
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But yes, we did get—and John’s the one that worked closely with Dwight and Dave Galloway
[?], and they ended up getting some Covid CARES money to cover those refunds that we had
issued out. So, when all was said and done, we were about made whole to what we would’ve
been.
TW:

So, no layoffs? No reduction in hours?

KB:

We didn’t have to lay anybody off. No reduction in numbers. It came out such that we was able to
draft some of that Covid CARES money to do that, yeah.

TW:

So, second academic year. So, you survived the first. The second academic year of fall 2021,
spring 2022, what were some of the differences, or did things change at all for housing facilities
during that? I know that there were vaccines. Definitely the stage legislature removed the mask
requirements and social distancing guidelines were slackened. How did that affect facilities,
housing?

[22:39]
KB:

Let’s see. 2021, we went into spring. It seems like fall of ’20, we housed and relocated about 475
students. It seemed like they came back later that spring and everything kind of calmed down. I
think we did about 115 that we relocated that spring. So, we went into summer feeling better
about it. We did have limited summer conferencing there, just a few groups, and so we was able
to kind of try that and see how that would work even with the—because they started to release the
mask mandates and some of those type things. And so, there was still a little bit of concern, but
we ran summer groups and did that.
We went into fall. We had changed things at that point where they had decided, because of the
information that was given, that—and we had seen it through the spreadsheets come fall and
spring that if you were in a room with someone with Covid, you were going to get Covid. It was
just that plain and simple. And we kind of led to if you’re sharing a bathroom type of thing,
you’re going to get it. And so, going into fall, we did away with the rooms throughout campus
because we needed the beds, and so we got rid of those, all the areas. Now, we did save some up
in Student Living Center just as a backup in case we need them, but then we just decided that we
would do more like the off campus did, and John got approval with the plan and everything that if
they got Covid, they’re just going to isolate in place.
And so, we went into fall with that mentality. We still kept the wipe downs. We still kept the
sanitations things in place. We still ran daily lists, doing that, but it changed drastically at that
point for John and I because we were no longer assigning people. We were just keeping them in
their place. So, we still saw them coming in. We still updated spreadsheets. There were a handful
here and there where mom freaked out or something, but we did try to relocate the person that did
not have Covid to a different spot as opposed to the one that did.

[25:13]
TW:

And I’m curious; do you have contact with any of the other Utah University’s student housing
facilities folks to compare and contrast what your experience at Utah State was versus what
maybe Weber State or University of Utah might have experienced?
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KB:

We have contacts with all, but we have yet to sit down with them to see how they’ve handled it,
the different…

TW:

To compare and contrast?

KB:

Seems like we’re still plugging through it, although it’s just kind of a—I don't know. It’s different
now. What is ironic though is as we went into ’21, fall, I believe we saw about 150 residents that
we relocated. Not relocated; that had Covid and stayed in their space. It wasn’t until spring
semester, just this last spring when the different variant hit, and that’s when we started to see an
increase in it.
And during this whole time, we’d had our guys set up so that whenever you want to, you go get
tested, and so we would get tested quite often. Some guys get tested every other week early on
there because there was a little worry about it. And we get in further and then we had guys
starting to get sick, and so we had some go get tested. But it actually wasn’t until spring of just
this ’22 where that different variant hit where we started getting more people sick. And actually,
it was ironic. I told John a few weeks ago. We’ve actually exceeded the numbers from fall of ‘20.
We had 500 and something with Covid this spring that had it, but it was just kind of no one knew
about it, and no one dealt with it. And that’s when I actually got it at that point and some of the
others [unclear] got it this spring after we’d done all that preventive stuff through the other time.

[27:14]
TW:

So, it sounds like you made a lot of protocol changes in student facilities in response to Covid and
the impact it had on your folks and the way you operate in general. Were any of the changes you
made due directly to the Covid pandemic changes that you any your team will adopt permanently
as ways of operating, or are you going to return to what times were like pre-Covid as far as the
protocols and the operations in student facilities?

KB:

I think as far as our response to work orders and things like that, most of that stayed the same
because honestly, nothing really changed much during Covid with the response to that. Yes, our
custodial was a little bit different. We had to step up some of our cleaning and some of those
things which I think was a good eye-opener for us because we maintained a different standard, a
higher standard of cleaning and of wipe downs and things like that, and those things will
definitely stay in play as we continue forward, to do that, yeah.

TW:

A question I’ve been asking everybody we’ve been interviewing is the mental health toll it’s
taken on you and your staff. It’s been a two-year pandemic. How do you think you and your crew
have fared given all of the stress and all the extra work or changes in approaches to work?

KB:

I think our teams have been fairly resilient. I think they’ve adapted well. I do feel bad because
during that time when the president was sending everybody home and everybody’s working from
home and then when everybody refused—I’ll say “refused” because there was a lot that did
refuse to come back and just did that. Our staff was really kind of like, “Really? You’re going to
say this or that, or you’re going to claim you’re working from home and doing this?” And
mentally, I think it was tough on them for a little bit when they saw that I’m stuck here doing this,
and other people are being paid to—and some of them knew people and knew full well they
weren’t working like they should be, and so it was a little bit of a hit for them that way.
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But on the flip side, I’ve also found that our teams have been I guess proud of that, like, “We
never left. We were always here. We did our job and we got through it,” and so I see both sides of
that. I think there was a little bit of worry early on when we—and I can see it. We just weren’t
getting information, and so they were saying, “You’re asking me to do what?” or “You’re in a
sense putting me out there to sacrifice myself?” type of thing. And so, I saw that, and I saw that
there was a little frustration that there didn’t seem to be the support, and “Oh, just send people
home,” but we couldn’t. And so, that’s why we kind of stepped in and said, “Wait, we won’t put
you in those circumstances. We’ll be here and we’ll be the ones that put ourselves in there first.”
Yeah.
[30:33]
TW:

And how about your contact that you and your crew had with the students themselves? I’m sure
the students were also on edge during the last two years. Did you see a lot of additional stress
from the student body that were living in student housing?

KB:

Yeah. I mean, early on, you could see the stress. And we felt bad for them because that was when
they were back and that’s when they were taking the feces samples, and there was a big push on
the taskforce to say, “Oh, we got—” and early on, we did. Everybody in the LLC ran them
through to get tested and we had all these positives, and so they were scared, like, “What’s going
on?” And not only that, but we’re taking them and moving them. “We’re pulling you out of here.
We’re going to move you over here and treat you this way.” And then we’d go talk to them while
they were there and some were concerned and scared and others were just like, “This is BS.”
And so, I saw that, but what that led to is kind of a don’t ask, don’t tell type of thing, or “I’m not
going to say I’m sick. I’m not going to be treated like that,” and I saw that going into the fall. I
think once we kept them in their spaces the next year, I think we saw more of those who were
wanting to get tested, wanting to say because they knew they wouldn’t be treated like that, that
they would be treated “You stay here. We’ll take care of you. We’ll bring you food. We’ll do
those type of things,” so I felt they felt a little more comfortable that previous fall.

TGRW: So, now that you’ve had a chance to look back on housing facilities’ response, are there any
specific stories of successes or even things that you wish that your unit had done differently
through the pandemic, both in that early response and…
[32:29]
KB:

Both what?

TGRW: Both in the early response to now?
KB:

I’m very proud of how we responded and how we reacted, and we really tried to take care of the
kids and put them at ease and do that. I wish looking back—and this is going to be tough because
a lot of that was driven by the taskforce, and some of their ideas was to go very much more
intense and much more heavy. I wish we would’ve been a little more easy about it and not as
aggressive because I think it really affects a lot of people that way.
John was actually very good as he sat in those taskforce meetings to look at it through different
set of eyes and try to say, “Look, if we do that, it’s going to mean this, this, and this.” And I guess
not much that we could’ve done at that point because we were being told what to do. But if we
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could’ve been a little bit less intense with it and yes, treat it with respect, treat it like it needed to
be treated, but not hype it up and make someone feel like they’ve done something wrong for
having caught this, yeah.
TGRW: And then for you personally, what have been the most significant lessons you’ve taken away both
in your professional life and in your day to day?
KB:

Professionally, I’ve learned—well, it’s something I’ve learned from working for a university is
how much politics and how much is involved with all this. And a lot of times, decisions are
made—whether it’s the right decision or whether it’s the wrong decision, I’m not going to say.
But decisions are made, and I think some of those are done for reasons other than who we’re
making the decision for, and it affects a lot of people. And I’ve learned you’ve got to walk the
line and do what’s asked. You’ve got to play the game and do that.
Personally, I’ve seen—my views have—I went into Covid with a certain mindset. With some inlaws and my wife, it’s all BS, but I was dealing with kids every day that had it, and it was a real
thing. And how it affected them was varied, but it was a real thing. And so, I went in from being
an anti-vax and that to, “No, I’m going to get vaxxed.” And some of it was because of my
daughter and some concerns she had, and I want to support her. Another was because I didn’t
want to risk not going to a concert because of that, whether I believe it or not. But what it boiled
down to was that this is real and it’s affecting peoples’ lives.
And I’ve worked with people who—one, her husband about died from it. He was in the hospital.
And one of our managers got it and was in the hospital really bad as well, so it became real. And
despite what others were saying is, “This is how I’m going to treat it. This is how I’m going to
deal with,” I end up getting it myself, and it was all right. The sickness I got a month later was
worse than Covid for me, but that was me. And so, it just opened my eyes to that, to focus more
on the people, to be accepting of it and to treat it with respect, I guess.

[36:18]
TW:

Is there anything else you’d like to add about your or housing facilities’ experiences with the
Covid pandemic?

KB:

I can’t think of anything else. I don't know.

TW:

Mr. Bird, I’d like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your experiences during the
Covid pandemic at Utah State University.

[End of recording – 36:34]
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